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Canadian Feed The Children (CFTC) works in northern Ghana to help poor women increase  
their household financial security. In partnership with 
Regional Advisory and Information Networks Systems 
(RAINS) and Trade Aid Integrated (TAI), CFTC 
establish Village Savings and Loan Association  
(VSLA) groups. The VSLA groups improve the ability 
of households to meet expenses and provide food in  
the right quantity and of the right quality to its 
members. How does it do this? 
The first step is to organise individuals who know  
and trust each other into groups. They attend weekly 
meetings where they bring a fixed amount of savings  
to the group and it is secured for them in a savings box. 
As a group they ‘leverage’ or utilise these savings to lend 
to one another at low interest, on an agreed repayment 
schedule. The knowledge of and trust between one 
another allows the scheme to work and default on 
repayment is almost unheard of. 
CFTC’s VSLA intervention currently includes  
953 women and six men in the Sang and Zosali 
communities in Mion District, Northern Region.  
In 2013, 12 women’s groups were established, with  
a total membership of 213 individuals. The success  
of these 12 VSLA groups in building up the savings  
of individuals and giving access to group members  
to funds in the form of small loans has attracted other 
women. The number of VSLA groups therefore 
progressively increased from 12 to 40 by May 2017.
The importance of VSLA groups
Sang is the capital of Mion District on the main 
north-south highway in Northern Region. It had  
an estimated population of just over 80,000 people 
(50.3% women) in 164 communities according to  
the 2010 Population and Housing Census. There  
is a high dependency ratio, with almost half of the 
population being children below the age of 15.
One out of every two people living in Northern Region 
are considered to be unable to meet their basic needs 
– in other words, poor. Where the Sang community  
is located, households experience annual hardship 
during times of peak expenditure, such as when it is 
time to buy seed and plough their fields for the main 
crop season, and when school fees are due. They also 
experience hardship when there is an illness in the 
family or when there is a funeral. Families often get 
into debt at these times, having few assets or savings  
on which to rely. 
In 2013, CFTC and RAINS organised a community 
meeting for all women in Sang to identify key poverty-
related challenges and identify possible solutions. Lack 
of food was ranked as their greatest challenge during 
the discussions. RAINS staff then stated that women 
could and should engage in remunerative activities, 
including the production of food or other alternative 
income earning activities, to be able to contribute to 
the needs of their household members, especially 
In Ghana’s Northern Region, over 950 women are members 
of Village Savings and Loan Associations, enabling them to 
buy fertiliser and seed to improve their food security, create 
or expand small businesses and pay school fees. With a 
greater role in community and household decision-making 
processes, members have also reported being empowered. 
Cover Members of one of the 
VSLA groups in Sang, 
together with the facilitator
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children. After a consultative meeting with men/
husbands and community leaders, 120 of the women 
were assisted to start farming 0.4 ha of farm land on 
their own. In early 2014, the concept of a VSLA 
scheme was introduced to the women as a way for 
them to save funds, and use those funds in the form  
of loans to each other to self-finance their needs. 
Two literate volunteers from the Sang area were 
identified and trained by RAINS to help with  
record keeping. Within the 12 groups the volunteers 
developed constitutions and rules to govern the  
groups and their savings and loan activities. The 
groups were provided with cash boxes, padlocks, 
record books and other equipment. Trainings on 
savings and fund management, loan administration 
and financial management was provided, as well  
as on record keeping.
After 11 months of savings, RAINS organised a 
ceremony where community chiefs and elders, the 
staff of the District Assembly, Banzari Rural Bank,  
the micro-credit union in Sang, and the Business 
Advisory Center/Rural Enterprise, were all invited  
to witness the sharing out of the savings and interest 
(made on the group’s internal loans). Immediately  
after the savings and interest were shared out the 
group began to save on a weekly basis again.
Alongside the savings and loan activities, members 
also donated a small amount weekly to a social fund  
to be used, by group decision, for members in crisis,  
as a gift which need not be repaid.
What did we achieve?
Testimony from representatives of nine of the VSLA 
groups from the Sang area, comprising 269 women, 
revealed they had gone through three complete 
savings cycles (a cycle being 52 weeks of each woman 
saving 5-10 cedi (or 1-2 euro) per week as agreed under 
their by-laws, followed by a sharing-out of the savings 
and interest earned on loans within the group). In 
2016, a total amount of 55,122 cedi (€10,600) was 
saved by individuals in these nine groups. This is 
impressive among women who generally have never 
had 50 cedi in their hands at one time! The average 
share-out per individual at the end of the 52-week 
saving cycle was 205 cedi – savings and interest. 
In the 2016 share-out, 143 women used their  
savings to buy seed and fertiliser to plant 0.4 ha of 
land, while 92 expanded or started selling yam or 
clothes, or processing rice, soya and groundnut cake, 
among other business ventures. Twenty-two used  
the share-out funds to pay for school fees or skills 
training for their children, six bought food for their 
households, two renovated their homes while six  
others invested part of their savings in formal  
interest-bearing bank savings accounts. 
Savings by mid-May 2017 showed that more funds 
were mobilised (saved and loaned out within the 
group) from VSLA than in 2016. For instance, two  
of the groups (Gbe Kati Mali, Baa ya waya Area,  
and Kpangmang Ka Wuni Songti), which each saved 
about 5,000 cedi (€960) in 2016, had already saved 
over 8,000 cedi each in the first 5 months of 2017. 
The VSLA groups have increased access to credit for 
women who, because of their poverty, are ineligible  
to borrow from formal lending institutions like banks 
or credit unions. Women are able to borrow from the 
VSLA groups at a modest rate of 10%, compared to 
bank rates of 40-60%. Individuals repay the loans, 
usually within 3 months of borrowing (as per their 
group’s by-laws). The women know each other and 
trust each other to repay the loans so there wasn’t a 
single reported default in the 9 groups. In 2016, the  
9 VSLA groups provided loans totalling 22,399 cedi 
(€4,300) in loans to 199 members. According to the 
groups’ records, about one third (73 women) borrowed 
two or three times within the year. The loans helped 
the women to pay for school fees/educational supplies, 
health insurance premiums for household members, 
purchase farm supplies, and invest in businesses and 
household needs.
Positive results
Mohammed Salifu, the husband of one VSLA member revealed  
that the VSLA is saving many households from food insecurity.  
As he said, “but for share-out money my wife brought from VSLA,  
my family members would have gone to bed several nights without  
food. We are able to buy three bags of maize from her 253 cedi in  
savings. This will keep the family food secure for 2-3 months until  
my early maize crop will be ready for harvest.”
Below VSLA Savings Box
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Above Gbuli Kataima VSLA 
member sharing knowledge on 
nutrition for children under 5 
with group members during 
regular saving meeting in 
Sang community
The VSLA groups also helped improve food security. 
The 143 VSLA members who used their savings for 
farming activities grew more food to meet household 
food needs and they specifically mentioned being  
able to provide breakfast more often for their children.  
This was confirmed by 17 randomly selected children 
and household heads. Overall, 79% of VSLA 
members stated that they felt they were better able  
to meet household food insecurity needs, as well as 
education and health needs. 
Training in group dynamics given to VSLA members, 
coupled with regular meetings, strengthened social 
cohesion among group members. This is reflected in 
both cash and in-kind support members render to one 
another in times of need. Between January and 
mid-May 2017, 33 members received cash donations 
amounting to 395 cedi and physical assistance during 
ceremonies (funerals and naming and marriage 
ceremonies). “During my mother’s funeral ceremony 
my group members were there for me,” explained 
Asiah Alhassan from Gbuli Kati Mali group. “Aside 
from a cash gift, they did the cooking, dishwashing 
and attended to guests. In fact, they shared my sorrow 
with me and so the burden was light.”
In December 2015, six VSLA groups in Sang used 
part of their social funds to purchase corrugated iron 
sheeting to roof a pavilion to accommodate Grade 3 
pupils at their local primary school. These students 
used to sit and learn under a tree. Since May 2017, 
three other groups have helped to provide furniture  
for nursery pupils, roofing sheets to complete another 
pavilion for Junior High School children and teaching 
aids for the school library. These important community 
needs were only fulfilled because of VSLA 
membership and experience.
One unexpected result is that the women reported  
that they have been empowered. They have more 
voice during community and household level decision-
making in a region where women generally do not 
speak in public when men are present. Since showing 
their commitment to the community school, two 
group members have been appointed to serve on  
the Sang Primary School executive management 
committee.
VSLA success factors
According to the women, one of the key factors that 
contributed to the success of their VSLA was the initial 
meeting to clearly explain financial management.  
The women were particularly taken by the idea of 
protecting and sustaining their resources by limiting 
wastage in time of abundance and saving for use in 
time of need. They were shown how resources (cash) 
could be grown through group saving and loans, and 
how these savings could be utilised to help people 
move out of poverty. This introduction created 
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enthusiasm among the women as they clearly 
understood the value of the scheme. 
The first share-out ceremony in 2014 raised the  
profile of the groups, not only within the community 
but also in the district. The women said they felt 
challenged to keep saving and to do even better 
because of the expectation of continuing results.  
This further motivated them to embrace civic 
responsibilities to support the local school, which  
led to a greater role and status of the women in the 
education management in the community. 
It has to be noted that the strategic location of  
the community in a peri-urban area provided an 
environment conductive to business, including access 
to markets to start and to expand petty trading. 
Women who already had a small business saw value  
in mobilising capital to leverage their business needs. 
Weekly meetings strengthened social cohesion and 
support. Group dynamics training was also cited as 
helping build group confidence and the ability to work 
through individual differences as they arose. Of note 
were issues regarding assertiveness, where medium 
income and poor women were included in the same 
group, to ensure that all voices were heard and all 
members were treated as having equal worth. 
Lastly, local VSLA facilitators, and the CFTC and 
RAINS staff, were felt to have had a significant impact 
on promoting the effectiveness of VSLA activities. 
Their competence and transparent accounting quickly 
built confidence and trust in the process among group 
members.
VSLA makes it possible
VSLA makes it possible for poor women to save.  
It allows them to leverage their savings and give each 
other access to credit to build their businesses, increase 
their ability to produce food, and attend to periodic 
crises without getting into debt. Having savings raised 
the profile and status of women in their homes and 
community and changed the power dynamic as well. 
Women now have greater confidence to intervene in 
the public domain and be recognised for their input. 
The women also suggested forming separate men-only 
groups (given local culture, women would not be able 
to force them to repay their loans) to reduce wasteful 
expenditure and encourage a focus on household 
well-being. 
One of the key factors was the 
initial meeting to clearly explain 
financial management. 
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